Chapter Three

Dead, Alive: Deconstruction, Biopolitics and Life Death

By Stefan Herbrechter

‘Then, what is life? I cried’ — (Shelley, ‘The Triumph of Life’, 1. 544)

The Virus Is All the Rage

Viruses are fascinating because they are unclassifiable. They are, strictly speaking, neither alive
nor dead. They are somehow in between micro-organism and dead matter, a biological entity
without its own metabolism, a parasite that needs a host to develop a form of life. Like a
supplement that grafts itself onto its host organism it rewrites its genetic programme, for better
or for worse. It is a major factor in biological evolution, maybe even its cause, its beginning and
its end. As one standard textbook of microbiology states:

a virus is a noncellular particle that must infect a host cell, where it reproduces... Viruses

are ubiquitous, infecting every taxonomic group of organisms, including bacteria,

eukaryotes, and archaea... Some viruses introduce copies of their own genomes into the
host’s genome, a process that can mediate evolution of the host genome. Indeed, studies of
molecular evolution reveal that viral genomes are the ancestral source of about a tenth of
the human genome.?

The virus and its virality have also become powerful metaphors in postmodernist and
posthumanist theory, especially since the virus not only transgresses the boundary between life
and death, but also between life and technology, especially under the condition of digitalisation
where computer viruses function analogically to biological ones,? namely by recoding patterns of
information through ‘sabotage’, as Brigitte Weingart explains.® It is the virus’s ability to learn or
imitate the code or ‘language’ of its host that constitutes its subversive potential, its danger in
circumventing and ‘fooling’ the host body’s immune system, sometimes to a point where this
immune system turns against itself (i.e. in an ‘autoimmunitarian’ reaction).* It is therefore no
coincidence that the subversive power of the virus has served as an analogy for subversive

thought, especially thought of the kind that turns against established forms of classification while
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itself remaining or claiming to be unclassifiable. The names of Jacques Derrida and
deconstruction inevitably spring to mind here, especially since Derrida himself dwells on this
analogy or metaphor (Derridean deconstruction = virus):

| often tell myself, and | must have written it somewhere — | am sure | wrote it somewhere

—that all I have done, to summarize it very reductively, is dominated by the thought of a

virus, what could be called a parasitology, a virology, the virus being many things.®

The virus ‘being many things’ thus refers to a number of hidden analogies between the
virus and deconstruction — understood as a recoding of the language of (Western) metaphysics
and its fundamental semantic programme (of which the opposition between bios and teciné is
one primary example). Both the virus and deconstruction problematize the distinction between
life and death, between inside or outside. They undermine chronology and teleology (who was
first, parasite or host?). They function according to a logic of the trace (undermining the notion
of (self-)presence and (self-)identity).® No wonder the virus evokes such ambiguous feelings,
between fear and danger, desire and anxiety. Due to its power of contagion, it threatens to
undermine both physical and philosophical indemnity, both individual and social identity, as
well as ideas of political autonomy and sovereignty. It transgresses physical and virtual
boundaries, especially in the age of bio-informatics, bio-technology and bio-politics.’

This usage of the virus, and contagion more generally, under the condition of globalisation
and digitalisation, can therefore no longer be seen as purely metaphorical (if it ever could).® Like
Haraway’s cyborg figure in the 1980s and 1990s,° the virus has become ‘our’ biopolitical
ontology and COVID-19, in a sense, its logical consequence. So while the virologist Luis P.
Villarreal posed the (then still) provocative question ‘can viruses make us human?”,%° the current
posthumanist climate raises the question about the human and ‘its’ future as such — either in the

form of ‘have we ever been human?’, or ‘who or what comes after the human?’

Bios: Biopolitics/biophilosophy/biohumanities/biomedia/bioart

The rise of biology and its intensifying co-implication with technology is one of the main
characteristics of modernity. The argument about modernity being characterized by a
fundamental shift towards ‘biopolitics’ — the idea that power exercised over life and death, life-

death is becoming the main focus of politics, from Foucault, to Agamben, via Mbembe’s notion



of ‘necropolitics’, and Esposito and Timothy Campbell’s call for an ‘affirmative’ biopolitics'! as
an attempt to overcome the inherent death-drive of technology — too well-rehearsed by now to
reiterate it here. Suffice it to say, maybe, that the COVID-19 pandemic happens in and to a
global system of (neoliberal)*? biopolitical governance (of life and death) that, as Clough and
Willse explain: ‘has turned the legitimacy of governance over to technical systems of
compliance and efficiency that underwrite the relationship of the state and the economy with a
biopolitics of war, terror, and surveillance’.3

The centrality and ubiquity of a politics that centres on the meaning of life, that subjects
the question of life itself to fundamental technoscientific scrutiny and for which the decoding of
life has become a primary source of economic development as well as the main future-oriented
ontology of the species and life on this planet in general, cannot be overstated. It is legible in the
pro-life-ration of bios (and its prefix bio-) from biopolitics to bioart, and in the ‘re-
problematization of life: what is it that makes something living or non-living and what, after all,
is life itself?’'* The age of biopolitics and biotechnology — technobiopolitics one might say — is
therefore a time when life becomes both the most precious resource (both at an individual and at
a social, global, economic level) and the most “precarious’, to use Judith Butler’s term, *> where
the human and nonhuman alike are subject to extreme biotechnological (self?) scrutiny while life
itself is in danger of ‘dehumanization’, in the sense that humans are no longer the central life
form, nor that biological life is the only life thinkable.®

The time of bios is therefore also already the time “after life’, as Eugene Thacker writes,’
namely when biology and (digital) technology, or information, are integrated — what Thacker
refers to as ‘biomedia’*® — and when ‘life (bios) can no longer be separated from technology
(techné), nature from artifice, the living from the non-living’.'° What has been decisive within
the process of techno-biopoliticization coincides with what Richard Doyle and others have called
biology’s ‘molecularization, ‘the molecule overtaking or territorializing the organism and getting
plugged into the computer’, thus giving birth to the “postvital body or organism’.2° Nicholas
Rose also writes of ‘molecularization’ as the first of five ‘mutations’ that have occurred in
contemporary biocapitalism and biopolitics.?* While most humans still operate in everyday life

at the level of the body, biopolitics and bioeconomics have become ‘molecular’ and operate at,

what one might call the level of microbiopolitics.??



In a time when ‘biology is not destiny but opportunity’,?® and when biology may be
manipulated at a molecular (DNA-RNA, biomedical) level,?* synthetic biology challenges
classical distinctions like animal, vegetable and mineral, nature and technology, organic and
inorganic. It also questions any idea of bodily or organismic integrity, as we have already seen
above, as well as a clear distinction between life and death. Even though viruses like COVID-19
are strictly speaking no micro-organisms (see above; they have no cell structure or metabolism)
what they share with bacteria (who are in fact their primary victims) is both their ancestrality and
their vital importance for life and its evolution. They are thus also part of what might be called
the ‘microbial turn’ that has occurred at the interface between the bio- or posthumanities and the
life sciences, especially microbiology.?

It is no surprise therefore that the state of ontological co-implication of bios, techne and
polis also has profound aesthetic consequences for investigating the meaning of life itself. The
aim of bioart, in this context, according to Nicole Anderson, is ‘to challenge and attempt to break
down the respective boundaries between nature (that is, biology) and art; science and art;
function and aesthetics, humans and animals, animals and plants, and so on’.?® Bioart critically
and aesthetically shadows the microbial turn and also provides an important interface of its own
between (bio)philosophy, the (bio)humanities and what is going on in the life science lab. In this

sense, it represents a critical intervention of biopolitics itself — ‘tactical biopolitics’ one might
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say?’ — which provides new perspectives on the ‘molecular gaze’?® and ‘molecular aesthetics’.?

Biodeconstruction

The biocentrism of the biological age calls for ‘biodeconstruction’. It is thus no surprise that in
Derridean circles, concerned with the afterlife of deconstruction after Derrida’s death, in 2007,
as well as with the ‘post-theoretical’ backlash that has been gaining strength ever since, authors
have been focusing on an understanding on deconstruction as a philosophy both of and for life.
Derrida himself encouraged this focus, for example in his final interview ‘Learning to live,
finally’, which he concludes by saying that:

| would not want to encourage an interpretation that situates surviving on the side of death

and the past rather than life and the future. No, deconstruction is always on the side of the

yes, on the side of the affirmation of life. Everything | say—at least from ‘Pas’ (in



Parages) on—about survival as a complication of the opposition life/death proceeds in me

from an unconditional affirmation of life.®

We will return to the question life affirmation and being on ‘the side of life’ below. The
way Derrida and a number of prominent Derrideans after him seek to ‘immunize’ deconstruction
against the reproach of it dying, and of it being — like most Western metaphysical philosophy (to
use Montaigne’s famous phrase and essay title) basically about ‘learning to die’3! — goes through
a movement in ‘ana-’ one might say. It consists in showing deconstruction has always (already)
been about life, from its inception. This, in turn, is connected to the structure of the trace and of
its hauntological status of survival. To understand (Derridean) deconstruction as a merely textual
approach to reading literature (a la Paul de Man, for example) can thus be said to miss the point
that for Derrida text and writing are not to be taken literally but as organic (or necessary)
metaphors. Life (itself) in the Derridean sense of survival has the structure of a trace — it is
neither present nor absent, but always deferred and differing from itself, like différance. In fact,
life is (in) différance, a point that Jean-Luc Nancy makes in a comment on Juan-Manuel
Garrido’s proposal to use life as a synonym for ‘différance’:® ‘It is possible, I believe, to take
hold of différance in life or as life’.3* Within such a reinscribed understanding of life, death is
not outside of life, rather ‘it is that through which life relates to life, and thus to life as différance,
or to life as structurally traversed by différance’.%®

One of the earliest reminders of Derrida’s long-standing, maybe even originary interest in
biology can be found in Christopher Johnson’s ‘La vie, le vivant: biologie et autobiographie’,
where he recalls Derrida’s early engagement with Frangois Jacob’s The Logic of Life and
molecular biology in the 1970s, without however mentioning Derrida’s (until quite recently)
unpublished seminar La Vie la mort (1975-1976).% It is the publication of this seminar — parts of
which had nevertheless appeared, for example, in Otobiographies (first 1982) and Post Card
(first 1980) — that has brought on the (somewhat belated) ‘turn to life” and ‘biodeconstruction’ as
a new ‘strain’ in Derrida studies.®” Johnson rightly stresses that one can find an interest in
biology in Derrida in his earliest writings, especially in Of Grammatology (1967) which already
discusses the notions of code, writing and programme as they were taking over the new
cybernetic and biological (what today would be called ‘life”) sciences, which at the time was
causing a general shift, as Jacob explains, from ‘life’ [vie] to ‘the living’ [vivants] and its

boundaries.



This is of course not the place for a detailed commentary or close reading of Derrida’s
seminar — which has already received some very detailed analysis, even in its unpublished form,
based on Derrida’s manuscripts held at the University of California, Irvine.3® As the title of the
seminar suggests, Derrida is here interested in life-death before any syntax so to speak, outside
of any dialectical relation between these two ‘concepts’, i.e. not life versus death (an opposition
between dead or alive), nor life before, after or beyond death, life first, then death and so on, but
a radical entanglement between life (and) death: la-vie-la-mort.*® In typical Derridean fashion
what follows in the seminar is a carefully woven string of arguments of intertwined readings of
the ‘usual suspects’, one might say: Hegel, Nietzsche, Freud, Husserl, Heidegger, Blanchot,
Canguilhem... and Frangois Jacob’s La logique du vivant. It is thus an argument that weaves
together philosophy, psychoanalysis and biology. The most important aspect here is Derrida’s
focus on Jacob’s (and the life science’s) use of the notion of ‘programme’, ‘writing’ and ‘text’,
which he uses to further illustrate the necessity and centrality of grammatology as a general
science of writing, at a time when both biology and informatics increasingly rely on writing as
an arch-metaphor in the form of ideas like ‘rewriting the book of life’, ‘writing software
programmes’, ‘genetic and digital code’, etc. In doing so, Derrida shows that the deconstruction
of logo- and phono-centrism was never merely or purely a linguistic argument (often
misunderstood as nihilistic ‘textualism’ or radical ‘constructivism”). Of Grammatology and the
idea that ‘there is no outside-text’ rather insist on and problematize the very fusion of life and
text, text and tissue, genetic technological writing, trace and inscription. The entire argument
rests on some passages in Of Grammatology whose implications outside philosophy, linguistics
or literature have often been underestimated:*°

...we say ‘writing’ for all that gives rise to an inscription in general... It is also in this

sense that the contemporary biologist speaks of writing and pro-gram in relation to the

most elementary processes of information within the living cell. And, finally, whether it
has essential limits or not, the entire field covered by the cybernetic program will be the
field of writing. If the theory of cybernetics is by itself to oust all metaphysical concepts-
including the concepts of soul, of life, of value, of choice, of memory-which until recently
served to separate the machine from man, it must conserve the notion of writing, trace,
gramme [written mark], or grapheme, until its own historico-metaphysical character is also

exposed . Even before being determined as human (with all the distinctive characteristics



that have always been attributed to man and the entire system of significations that they

imply) or nonhuman, the grammé — or the grapheme — would thus name the element.*
The beginning of biodeconstruction, but also of postanthropocentric or critical posthumanism
and animal studies, one might argue, can already be found in this passage, which spells out the
centrality of the notion of inscription as a ‘biotechnology’ before or outside the distinction
between human and nonhuman, thus challenging and deconstructing their opposition.*?
Vitale says the following on biodeconstruction’s project or programme: ‘We shall consider the
investigation of life not only an issue of deconstruction but the latter’s very matrix; we shall
think différance as the irreducible and structural condition of the life of the living, and thus trace
and text as the structures of the organization of life...”.*® This follows Derrida in his critique of
Jacob’s and biology’s more widely held ‘metaphysical’ view that arises out of
‘preformationism’, which understands life as ‘germinal’ process, programmed to unfold and
merely (temporarily) interrupted by death (or death as a necessary supplement to life, associated
with sexual reproduction).** It is precisely against this (vitalist) notion that Derrida sets his own

concept of ‘life death’ and “survival’ [survivance].”®

Survival and the originary technicity of life

As explains in “Learning to Live, Finally”:
[S]urvival is an originary concept that constitutes the very structure of what we call
existence, Dasein, if you will. We are structurally survivors, marked by this structure of
the trace and of the testament... This surviving is life beyond life, life more than life, and
my discourse is not a discourse of death, but, on the contrary, the affirmation of a living
being who prefers living and thus surviving to death, because survival is not simply that
which remains but the most intense life possible.®

This ‘logic of survivance’ that underpins Derrida’s deconstruction of life death could be

summarized thus: for a metaphysical thinking of the relationship between life and death, death is

the end of life, both in a temporal as well as a teleological sense,*” which means that it develops

a kind of supplementary structure® — it completes but also complements life. As a supplement it

subverts from the start the idea of life’s self-sufficiency and indemnity. Death is thus inscribed

into life (physically as well as symbolically, philosophically) as a trace. It is, in fact, life’s secret



script, in the sense of Heidegger’s ‘Being-towards-death’, which gives meaning to life, in the
first place. Vicki Kirby summarizes this neatly in the following passage:
When we think of division, we think of something that precedes its separation from itself.
In conventional terms, we might think of a life lived, and then the cut of death that in the
end divides that life... from life. If divisibility is originary, however, then we do not begin
with the integrity of an entity that is then divided from itself. Strangely, Death would be
internal to the very possibility of an entity’s being itself, not simply at its birth, but
throughout its ongoing re-production/othering of itself. If we begin with an algorithm of
pluripotentiality in which the emergence of every individuation is an articulation of the
whole system (general writing), then the system remains in constant touch with itself
because it is divided from itself, because it is pure divisibility, pure contamination.*®
It is this systemic (self)division that Derrida thinks of as survivance, as life surviving itself as an
originary trace, so to speak, of death’s inscription or its self-interruption. It is also this very logic
of originary division of life that is associated with the idea of the technicity of the trace. Before
Life [the metaphysical concept] and its separation into life in all its forms [vivants] and (their)
death(s), there is necessarily a moment of inscription, a ‘pro-gramming’.>® However, this writing
only remains as a structuring trace and since we are talking about writing (in a general,
‘biotechnological’, sense) we arrive at a point where the distinction between life and death,
living and non-living, bios and techne and so on starts to disintegrate: we arrive at the very
technicity of the trace in everything alive.>
The idea of originary technicity®® has given rise to what might be called a deconstructive
posthumanism, or maybe an ‘inhumanism’, that sees the technical inscription of life as a
subversion of the animate-inanimate dichotomy that is used to distinguish between what is alive
(animate, animal, animism) and what is machinic (inanimate, automatic, mechanical, artificial,
inorganic and so on).> It is also the starting point of Bernard Stiegler’s work on technics, which
follows Derrida in applying the idea of originary technicity (of the human) to a rereading of
paleoanthropology and the evolutionary process of ‘hominization’ through an originary co-
implication of anthropos and techné.> While it is clearly possible (and maybe still strategically
necessary) to stress the technicity of the trace to show that human evolution cannot be separated
from technical evolution, and, so to counter the humanist phantasm of a sovereign or immune

human body by privileging a purely utilitarian idea of technology — i.e. technology as merely a



tool or as a prosthesis® — Derrida’s notion of the technicity of the trace at the beginning of or
even before life, thought to its logical conclusion, of course also challenges any reading of the
unfolding of (human and nonhuman) evolution as an unfolding of a kind of metaphysics of
techné.>® The difference between Stiegler and Derrida, rather than merely concerning ‘the
different evaluation of the emergence of technical difference in the history of life understood as
the differing deferral of the genetic program’, as Vitale states, or merely as ‘two different ways’
of ‘thinking... technology as the other of life’,>” is maybe more accurately, and certainly more
radically, described, by Deborah Goldgaber in the following terms: ‘[r]ather than marking a
break with the organic, as on Stiegler’s account, the history of grammgé, of grammatization,
implies the radical continuity between life and techné, a continuity in and across heterogeneous
domains’.®® This emphasises a thinking that stresses the idea of general writing as the ‘history of
life... as différance’.>® And it is precisely this emphasis that allows Derrida to claim that
deconstruction is affirmative of life (and not, as philosophy more generally maybe, on the side of
death, in the sense of being a thanato-educational praxis, i.e. a ‘learning how to die’, as opposed

to ‘learning to live’, finally).%°

Anim(al)ism — Derrida, Cixous and the ‘side’ of life

It is somewhat surprising that Derrida’s H.C. For Life, That Is to Say...,%! has so far been more
or less ignored in the discussion around biodeconstruction.®? This is surprising in two respects: in
H.C. For Life, Derrida is at pains to agree, although not entirely, with his life-long friend Hélene
Cixous and her feminist materialist, radically affirmative, arguably proto-vitalist, take on
deconstruction; second, because it contains a fascinating, if not fully developed, engagement
with the question of animism and Freud’s discussion of the notion of Belebtheit (livingness,
vivance) in his chapter on ‘Animism, Magic, The Omnipotence of Thought’, % which clearly
links back to Derrida’s discussion of biologism and biocentrism in La vie la mort.8

Derrida develops the theme of animism in Cixous’s work® in connection with her use of
the telephone in her novel Jours de [’an:

She is on the telephone [parle au telephone]. But she does not speak on the telephone, as

one says to speak on the telephone. No, she really speaks to the telephone; she speaks in its

direction [a son adresse], addresses it, says: ‘O telephone...” She even asks it for



forgiveness, for ‘telephone’ not only represents an animal life, even when there is an

answering machine; telephone is somebody who must forgive her when she asks him to let

her sleep, not to ring anymore. And we will see later why this is no zoo-anthropomorphic

animism.®®
The way Derrida takes up this recurring motif of anim(al)ism (or ‘non-zoo-morphic animism’) in
Cixous’s work is by way of critiquing Freud’s analysis of ‘the omnipotence of thought’ in Totem
and Taboo, in which he identifies what he calls some problematic ‘snags’ with regard to Freud’s
understanding of animism.®’ To summarize an extremely complex and dense deconstructive
reading that combines Cixous’s notion of life’s ‘omnipotence’ and Freud’s idea of animism as (a
primitive, even originary, form of) narcissism, Derrida focuses on these aspects: Freud’s
exception granted to art in relation to animism; Freud’s compulsion to introduce what he calls a
‘pre-animism’ (or ‘animatism’); and Freud’s gesture of ‘denegation’ regarding the ‘necessity’ of
death.®®

For the purpose of our argument here, we can focus on the second ‘snag’, where Derrida

focuses on Freud’s curious move which, on the one hand, acknowledges the logical necessity of
a ‘pre-animistic’ phase, ‘more ancient than the doctrine of spirits... which form the kernel of
animism’®® and which Freud calls ‘animatism’, but about which, on the other hand, Freud
remains completely silent. Animatism — if it exists — Derrida concludes ‘[i]s something like a
theory of living, of being-alive, of livingness [vivance], of universal being-for-life (Lehre von
der allgemeinen Belebtheit [a notion that Derrida places within the proximity of Jankélévitch’s
“universal hylozoism’, and which of course would be the ultimate philosophical consequence of
a ‘biological’ animism])’. It would thus be a kind of originary and most importantly, a ‘pre-
religious’, ‘non-spiritual’ or non-metaphysical form of life-affirmation that must be prior to any
known (including the most ‘primitive’) culture: ‘a quasi-originary Belebtheit that must, if not
present itself, at least announce itself to some pre-empirical or pre-positive experience’.”® In
short, what is sketched in these few very dense pages of Derrida’s reading of primary narcissism
via Cixous and via a return to Freud is nothing short of what may be called the beginning of a
‘deconstruction of animism’. Or, in other words, a way of insisting on the inevitability and
necessity of animism as an explanation for life in our and in any time, as well as a demonstration
that, at the same time, one cannot, one must not take animism literally, as a system of belief, but

rather as a life force that is more originary than life itself, which has nothing to do with an
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intrinsic and problematic privileging of spiritualism of some anima (the animate, but also the
animal), but implies instead that the idea of animalism should make us wary and maybe prompt a
search for a Belebtheit that lies before or outside any anthropocentric remainders in the notion of
animism.” In short, it would be the place in which the ancestrality of the virus would have to be
located and thought.

And it is here also that bioart has its role to play, namely as a critical mediator in the time
of pandemics. As a concluding example may serve Tagny Duff’s work on ‘viral tattoos’, in
which she uses Lentivirus (a synthetic retrovirus) ‘as an artisitic medium and subject... to
explore how perceptions and tensions around infection and contagion might be re-imagined and
rearticulated by engaging with viral vectors’.”? Even if the perceptions of COVID-19 are
currently (and understandably) ruled by fear and anxiety it should also become clear that:

Viruses remind us that there is something more than the ‘code’ of life based on the

presupposition that life operates similarly to a computational algorithm, without falling

into [a] vitalist position that privileges cellular life above all else.”

As a specific discourse and practice engaged in mediating the question of life death, bioart
can have an ‘ecological’ function, in the context of contemporary biopolitics, as Cary Wolfe
argues, and can thus become a locus of critique and resistance to the totalisation and

technicisation of Life (itself).”
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